‘With Hepburn,
Fondas in N.H.

Filming ‘Golden Pond’ despite strike

By Richard L. Coe
Washington Post

BIG SQUAM LAKE, N.H. — The glowing serenity that
sets “On Golden Pond’’ apart as a theater experience also
is infiltrating its filming.

Katharine Hepburn and Henry Fonda, together for the
first time in their long careers, are leading quiet lives that
demand 5 a.m. wake-up and bed-by-9 schedules. Jane
Fonda, Henry's daughter, is playing the part of his only
child in the film — and simultaneously playing housewife
to her husband, Tom Hayden, and her children, Vanessa,
12, and Troy, 8.

Over them all, from 3000 miles away, hangs the inten-

sifying Hollywood actors’ strike. “On Golden Pond’ is —Henry Fonda and Jane Fonda.

exempt — one of 20-odd US films in production worldwide
with special dispensations from the Screen Actors Guild.
Backed by Britain’s Marble Arch film corporation, Jane
Fonda’s production company received its go-ahead be-
cause this summertime New Hampshire setting is vital to
the story of Ernest Thompson's play and because the
company has agreed to go along with whatever demands
the strike achieves.

Another proviso, according to unit producer Bruce Gil-
bert, is that there be no publicity of the filming until the
strike is settled. The result is that the set (artfully detailed
by Steven Grimes) is closed to the media. This reporter
had been invited and accepted before the agreement was
made, but now only those who agree to withhold stories
about the picture until the strike is over are welcome.
Though the unit photographer is at work, his pictures
will not be released until the strike ends.

This condition, which has nettled the East Coast news
media, might have been averted by early notice. But the

- production’s low profile may well benefit the finished
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film, for all fhe hundred-odd play-
ers, staff and crew — veterans of hun-
dreds of Hollywood films — feel that
something special is happening here.

There is, indeed, magic on the set
as Henry Fonda and Katharine Hep-
burn explore one another’s mastery of
their art. With them it is an art, not
poses or tricks. Instead of the usual in-
attention of a seen-everything-been-
everywhere crew, there is more than
"Quiet Please”” as a scene begins and
climaxes. There is awe in this silence.

Fonda, at 75, is playing crusty, un-
predictable Norman Thayer about to
celebrate his 80th birthday. Hepburn,
at 70, is the 69-year-old Ethel Thayer,
whose teasing of her husband masks
the understanding solicitude she has
brought him during their long mar-
riage. They are spending their 48th
summer at their lakeside cottage, her
own summer home as a child. She has
sent him off to pick berries from the
long-familiar patch down the road
and now he is back with an empty
pail. Why? Thayer confesses: ‘1 got
lost.”

In Fonda's face there is despair, in
Hepburn's the realizaton that this
ever-independent man of hers is
crumbling. Two lifetimes are crystal-
lized in an instant.

The scene ends, the cameras stop
and in the hush a score of men brush

moisture from their eyes. ‘“Whew"
muirmurs one of them.
Later, Hepburn confides: ‘‘Work-

ing with Henry brings tears to my
eyes. He is so sensitive, so giving an
actor. I've always admired him, of
course, but working with him for the
first tlme is a marvel.”

going and there’s no time to think of
anythmg else but what you must do.”

One “price you pay” for being a
star, she says, “is the constant aware-
ness of how many others are depend-
ing on you. It haunts you. Me, any-
way. I'm a New Englander. You can't
be sick. If you break an arm or a leg
you wear a cast and go on anyway as
I've done. You've always got to be up
because if you go down, everyone else
does too.”

Talk of touring leads obliquely to
the subject of airplanes. Hepburn goes
into a knowledgeable discussion of
how aircraft work. She is told that au-
thor Ernest Thompson has just taken
off for a quick trip to New York: “I told
him all the routes to take” and she

reels them off. “‘He was going to takea |
And she reels off |

different one.’’
Thompson'’s projected route. “My way
would have saved him at least two
hours.”

She discusses bouillabaisse, which ‘

her hairdresser-chef, Ray Gow, pre-
pared in honor of Fonda, “though it’s
not a favorite of mine.” She can rattle
off exactly what goes into bouilla-
baisse, how and when. There is, you
conclude, nothing in this world which
doesn’t interest this woman and
which she hasn’t inquired into and re-
membered.

Her face is remarkably unlined,
still freckled, and her eyes more blue
than they seem from a distance. She
is far smaller, slighter, than you ex-
pected and though she presently is
suffering from a painful right shoul-
der, her movements show no sign of it.

“It was the last set of a three-day
spate of tennis” in Connecticut, she
says, that did the damage. I racketed
my shoulder completely out of joint,

ture with her father,” Rydell says, —
“though essentially her role is rela-
tlvely subordinate to her usual cast-

ing.’

Jane’s role of daughter Chelsea
doesn’t enter the shooting schedule
until later but she’s activey preparing
for a film assignment she’s never had:
a back-flip dive. She practices this
several hours a day as well as holding
those exercise classes she’s famous for
in Los Angeles.

Joining her dialy are her stepmoth-
er — Henry's outgoing wife, Shirlee,
only a few years older than Jane —

and actress Patricia McCormick, au-
thor Thompson's longtime compan-
ion, with her two children. Add to the
youth list actor Douglas McKeon,
who's playing the lad who retrieves
Thayer’s wandering attention.

McKeon is shooting his scenes as
early as possible, because he must be
back when the California public
schools open. A sunny-faced towhead,
he’s been acting for nine of his 14
years and has his scenes down with
uncanny concentration. He’s all pre-
pared for that traditional first assign-
ment of any fall term: “"How I Spent



ly: “What a joy to be acting with Kath-
arine. She can play all the levels of a
scene, and always is able to do some-
thing so fresh with a slight gesture or
a look.”

Later yet, I relay to each what the
other has said on the hunch that they
wouldn’t have said it to each other.
Hepburn'g superbly mobile face
brightens: {Oh, I'm so glad. I didn't
know.” Fonda's eyes light up: “Golly,
did she really say that?"

To a reviewer who had never met
her, Katharine Hepburn had always
suggested something of the grandeur
of Tzu Hsi, the 19th-century dowager
empress of China. Those around her
have seemed distinctly protective, and
in public she has seemed as elusive as
royalty and just as likely to pop up
anywhere -+ in box-offices, for in-
stance, where she often pays for a sin-
gle seat. The Hepburn image is awe-
some. But here everyone calls her
‘*Katharine.’”’ Others are ‘‘Mr.
Fonda,” “Miss Fonda” or “Mr. Lan-
teau.”

She teases a lighting man by box-
ing with him. She leans on an over-
alled grip. 'She puts her arm around
the neck of a soundman while talking
to him. She is astonishingly, delight-
fully tactile, as always reaching out.
She seems to treat others on the set as
extensions of herself, a camaraderie of
equals.

“Filmmaking is painfully slow,”
she says, [‘forever waiting around for
the setup to be just right, the light
from the sky, the sounds of motor-
boats on fthe lake. But I love it! I'm a
morning |person, always up by 5:30
and rarin’ to go. You adjust. The short
takes may seem difficult to pick up,
but you put your mind to it and you
know where you are.

“Not like the theater at all. Now
that’s hard, hard, hard work, those
three compressed hours. Night after
night, all these years, I sit in my dress-
ing room literally frozen with terror.

Why am I doing this, I think to my-
self, why can't 1 ever get used to it?
But I never can and I'm always terri-
fied. Once it starts, of course, you get

ter up here when I walked right into a

glass door. Now, it's in constant pain. |
I can’t move my fingers, which I much |

want to do for the piano in ‘West Side
Waltz' (playwright Thompson's next
play). I can barely raise my arm —
see? But what can you do? You just go
on and make the best of it.”

O

With outdoor scenes affected by
sun, clouds and water, the pace is nec-
essarily slow. Though only a handful
of people are central to the story, it
takes a staff of over 100 to keep things
rolling. That includes the crew of Mi-
chaelson Food Services Inc., which
has rolled all the way from Sun Val-
ley, Calif., to rural New Hampshire.
Lunch-hour offerings feature three-
course meals such as lobster, crab, fi-
let mignon or trout almondine.

All the staff are under the artistic
control of director Mark Rydell. Even-
tempered and usually smiling, Rydell
is a Westernized Bronxite who says,
“Why shouldn’t 1 be smiling? Look at
the cast and crew I'm working with —
the best, the absolute best. If I blow
this one, it'll be my own fault.

“Once Jane Fonda, her own pro-
duction boss, had the three leads cast
— herself, her father and Katharine —
I was chosen to direct. It must have
seemed very iffy to Katharine. Soon as
she heard I'd directed ‘The Rose,’ she
scuttled off to see it, and that must
have given her an awful shock. From
Bette Midler to Hepburn?

““Then she had ‘The Rievers’
screened for her and she could see
why I'd been picked. “That’s a fine pic-
ture,’ she said to me, ‘a fine picture.
Had I seen only ‘The Rose,’ I would
have thought Jane had gone out of
her mind to choose you for so quiet,
mellow a film as this.”

“So, we get along very well and en-
joy a mutual respect. Of course we're
all in awe of her, but she listens to me.
I listen to her. She’s a total profession-
al. So are the Fondas and this entire
crew.”

“Jane was determiend to do a pic-
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My Summer Vacation.”

a

One morning, Henry Fonda
stretches his long, bluejeaned legs
from his canvas armchair and muses:

“Think of how lucky I've been
these last few years. At a time of life
when there aren’t many leading parts
for an old duffer like me, I've had four
beauts. Clarence Darrow in the one-
man ‘Darrow.’” Justice Daniel Snow in
‘First Monday in October.’ Col. Kin-
kaid in ‘The Oldest Living Graduate,’
which we just finished on stage in Los
Angeles after doing it from Texas on

TV. And here's Norman Thayer. Beau-

_ tiful parts, all of them.

“Didja know I might have done
George in Albee’s ‘Who's Afraid of Vir-
ginia Wolf?’ But the agent never sent
it to me. Didn’t think I'd like it. I hit
the roof after I learned that and wrote
Albee to send me his next one. He did,
‘Seascape.’ I phoned him I'd love to do
it. In the same mail was another
script, ‘Darrow.” What a devil's
choice! I thought it over and called Al-
bee back to renege. Awful thing to do,
wasn't it? But I couldn’t have missed
‘Darrow.’
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